INTRODUCTION
trategic marketing decisions do not just require developing a good product, giving it an attractive price and making it available to consumers, but also that companies communicate this to its present and potential customers and to the general public, becoming communicators and promotors of their products.
Marketing communication can be carried out using five main tools: advertising (communication media, information brochures, etc.), sales promotion (short-term sales stimulation), public relations (talks, conferences, etc.), personal selling (contact with the customer) and direct marketing; and the choice of one tool or another will depend on a series of factors which will determine their suitability or desirability in each case: And within each communication tool, there are various communication platforms (Table 1) : catalogues, samples, sales, packaging, trade fairs,...; (Kotler, 2006) .
One of these communication platforms is fairs, which allow the combined use of three communication tools: sales promotion, public relations and personal selling. 
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The purpose of this study is to examine the use of trade fairs as a market variable and the progress of the main indicators of its profitability in the period 2002-2009.
FAIRS BUSINESS AS A TOOL OF MARKETING
A trade fair or show is a regular event at which companies or organizations with the same commercial activity exhibit their products or services to the visiting public. And it is a tool for communication, and exchange of information and knowledge among the different participants.
It is the oldest instrument of communication (Jiménez, Cazorla and Linares, 2002 ) going back to the Phoenician civilization (over 1200 BC, in the form of markets) and an important tool for the communication and exhibition of market offer, as well as an instrument for contact with customers (Gázquez and Jiménez, 2002) ; i.e., it is a communication tool used in both sales promotion and personal selling.
Other approaches, though (Rodríguez, De La Ballina and Santos, 1997) consider that fairs are used as an element to improve company image and communicate that image to the market, so considering it a public relations tool.
These are the differences between a trade fair and other promotion activities (Jiménez, Cazorla and Linares, 2002):

The only form of promotion where the buyer goes to the seller, so obtaining an advantage which is the customer's predisposition to listen, be attended to and get information. Attendance and participation in trade fairs is considered one of the most useful tools, because they are living trading operation markets, where the best information in the sector is found, and which provide the meeting point between businesses and customers specialized in the sector, favouring the exchange of trends and opinions (Muñiz, 2010) . In addition, participation in a fair is one of the main marketing tools allowing businessmen to enter, research or consolidate themselves in markets (Navarro, 2001 ). According to this approach, fair policy is a combination of various policies, such as sales, product, communication, distribution and market research policies (Munuera, Ruiz, Hernández and Más, 1993), so making it a multidisciplinary marketing tool (Gázquez and Jiménez, 2002) .
It is also an effective, low-cost medium for accessing new customers, and so a cost-effective tool. It is considered that a seller maintains on average direct, personal contact with more current and potential customers than in six months of normal work (Planner Group).
So in contrast to the traditional classification of fairs as a communication tool, the multidimensional nature of this tool is prevailing, because of its contribution to the other marketing variables:
Price: existence of a fair price and discounts offered to visitors.  Product: new products are presented, with demonstrations of them, and ideas collected from fair visitors for the creation of new products.  Distribution: the fair is a place of distribution and also an ideal place for establishing relationships with distribution channel intermediaries.
This brings us to a definition of fair (Puchalt, 2001) as "a marketing instrument, the putting into practice of which allows the companies and professionals who make use of it to carry out different functions to achieve their objectives: communication, promotion, sales, relations, information exchange, research, customer loyalty promotion, positioning, distribution, training, market and product testing, among others," in which the multidimensional nature of fairs is confirmed.
Fairs allow participating companies to carry out a series of functions (Rubalcaba and Cuadrado, 1994 ):
Commercial function: sales and also the creation and consolidation of commercial distribution networks.  Exhibition function: a profitable alternative to traditional advertising processes.  Communication function: the purpose of this is put supply and demand in contact with each other.  Other functions: encourage competition between companies and a vehicle for publicising innovations.
Therefore, among the reasons and objectives a company has for being an exhibitor, not only those related with the communication policy but also with product, price and distribution are indicated. These are the main reasons according to a study by Gázquez But giving greatest priority to the profitability criterion (Jiménez, Cazorla and Linares, 2002 ).
On the other hand, the main reasons for being a trade fair visitor include getting to know products and services, getting information about the market and competition and finding out about technological development.
In spite of the growth of the fair sector in recent years, one matter concentrating the interest of studies is obtaining the results of their participation as a justification of the effort and investment made. © 2011 The Clute Institute One study (Marketing News, 2006) concentrates on the analysis of profitability of communication actions from the opinion of 700 managers from North America, Europe and Asia. The overall results (Table 2) show that trade fair activity is considered the tool offering the highest profitability in the different geographic areas analysed, being most highly valued by managers from Asia, followed by those from Europe and finally North America. The results showed that managers on average dedicated the highest proportion of their budget to participation in trade fairs (18.6%), followed by 13.8% to advertising in special interest press, 13.5% to Internet and other electronic media, 10.9% to sales promotion, 10.8% to public relations, 5.6% to merchandising, 4.1% to market research, 3.2% to advertising in the general interest press and 19.6% to other tools (Stevens, 2005 ).
FAIR ACTIVITY IN SPAIN
In this context, two questions arise: are trade fairs still an effective instrument for communicating the company's commercial offer? And has their power to establish new relationships or maintain them been reduced in favour of new technologies?
Europe is considered the greatest world power in terms of fair activity, concentrating over 50% of the world fair market (Puchalt, 2008) . In addition, it has the highest available covered exhibition space capacity, the largest fair grounds and the main organizers.
The Spanish fair sector was very dynamic in the period 1990-2000, both in terms of the number of shows held and of exhibitors and visitors (Jiménez, Cazorla and Linares, 2002) , so becoming an excellent tool for product promotion and an investment rather than an expense.
The progress of the fair business runs parallel to the general economic state of the country, but will also depend on the progress of the sector in question, a fact which will be reflected in the sector growth over the period studied, 2002-2009. To study the situation over the last eight years, we will use the information provided by the Spanish Fair Association (AFE), which collects detailed information on fair activity from the its associated institutions, currently 58 members, 49 of which are public or private fair organizers and the other 9 are partner members. Looking at the nature of fairs (Table 4) , professional fairs have traditionally predominated, followed by those aimed at the general public and finally mixed fairs. However, this trend has changed since 2006, and fairs aimed at the general public now predominate to the detriment of fairs for professionals. If you look at fairs according to their content by sector, it is hard to find an economic activity or sector which does not have a fair or is represented in one (Puchalt, 2008); in 2008, the level of sector separation increased, going from 12 to 16 categories, allowing the trend in each sector to be seen with greater precision. In contrast to this broad sector classification, in recent years fairs have become highly specialized, and 160 sectors or subsectors can be distinguished (Puchalt, 2001 ).
The trend observed (Table 5 ) is a progressive abandonment of general fairs in favour of fairs specific to particular areas of activity (Gámir, 1999) . But more than specific fairs, the abandonment has been in fair of mixed fairs involving various branches of activity. 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 Source: the authors from AFE data A study by Jiménez and Pemartín (2008) analysed the situation of fair activity in the various sectors in relation to the life-cycle phase. This study highlights the importance of the leisure, sport and tourism sector, the one with the greatest short-term projection, because of the growth trend in both number of events and of exhibitors and visitors, in the period 1995-2005.
Centering on the growth by sector of fair activity up to 2007 (Table 6) , leisure, sport and tourism fairs (Category B9) encompass the majority of events held, followed by fairs of apparel (fashion and complements: B3), other commercial and industrial sectors (B10) and communication and new technologies (B8) in fourth place. From 2008 on (Table 7) , tourism, sport and leisure fairs (B12) is the most frequent category, with a growth trend, followed by automotion fairs (B9) and fashion and complements (B3), in third place.
With regard to the growth of mixed fairs involving various branches of activity, they appeared in 2005, and have undergone positive growth throughout the period studied. 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 100,00 Source: the authors from AFE data In terms of growth by sector in the two most recent years (2008 and 2009), the greater higher separation of the classification of sector categories gives more precise data on fair activity (Table 7) . So Category B12, Tourism, sport, leisure and their equipment, is the one which includes the largest number of fairs, undergoing positive growth like the figure for fairs overall. The category of mixed fairs continues to grow, reaching its peak in 2009 of the last eight years. With regard to the number of countries taking part in fairs, although most are fairs in which two or more countries take part, the general trend observed in the 2002-2009 period is an increase in fairs with the participation of a single country ( 
